This word, or its equivalent, have been horror- strikers as long as man has 
feeen in this world. 

.ihethef it was cattle or buffalo an the wild west, shrieking, terrified 
people in places of public gathering, this mass manifestation of panic has always 
been a terrifying experience. 

Jith man, as with beast, it has always been accompanied by shoving, trampling, 

almost 

pushing, pulling, wild, inexplicable actions and/always has the conseauence of 
death, sometimes in great numbers. 

if the lower ictnas of life, especially the fish, have been in the world 
longer, then this tremendously powerful manifestation is older than nan. 

■He have had our own frustrating experience with a form of t his .hysteri csl 
panic in the poultry we have raised. observations and studies led us to 

sdme thing less than a felicitous description of its basic cause-, "Nature’s 
built-in panic button". 

When this impulse, tins terrible compulsion, hits them, if each of our 
chickens had been wired to a single control, the resultant mass action could not 
possibly have been more instantaneous. In our case it has been a rare thing 
when the first bird to activate has been identified, O nce a flock has had ! ttiis 
experience, they beeaae almost sensitized to it. Not only is it an instinctive 
reaction, but it beeaae s one they almost look forward to. Certainly ore that 
becomes increasingly easy to trigger. 

This phenomenon was rather well-known in turkeys but, at least to us, it 

military 

was unknown in chickens. Our problems were caused by low- flying /helicopters. 

The first time we saw it, it was a heart-rending, unbelievable, relentless, 
persistent and completely implausible thing to see. "Each and every one of the 
chickens tried to be m the same corner at the same time, on top or on the bottom 
of all, the otner chickens - usually on the top. As we pulled them out and tried 
•to unpile them , screaming hysterically, they’d caae running back Into the same 
place. It was almost as unceaseless as the waves of the sea, a wild, eerie melee 




z 



that just doesn’t seem possible even when you see it. 

A more elegant, and certainly a more scientific, description of this phenomena 
was provided by Dr. C. S. Shsffner, head of the Poultry Dept of the U of Md and 
former president of the poultry Science Association of the U S. Dr. Shsffner’ s 
description was "survival mechanism". This not only made sense fron our experience, 
but recent scientific vjork in other species proves its accuracy. 

The desire to survive is built into all living things. Some forms of life, 
suchi as chickens, have practically no defense. Even in the wild state, the 
chicken’s ability to fly was extremely limited. It could not escape its natural 
predators by running, nor is it or ha s it ever been much of a fighter; hence, all 
it eculd do was take off, and this is' exactly what it does. Initially, it will 
go in whatever direction it is pointed at the time the "panic button" is pushed. 

This can he into a wall, into a person, into a doorway, a retting - into anything. 
There just is tremendous coupulsion to go and the resction is so fast it goes the 
way it is beaded. It doesn’t even have to knew what it is going away from, a It ho 
presumably in the wild state it did. There is also a parallel manifestation we 
have observed in chickens//intent upon survival. That is the tendency to destroy 
the conspicuous or the weak members of their society. We have seen docile pullets 
literally kill^ larger and much more powerful cockerels who had different plumage 
and were very few in number in the flock. They were conspicuous. The destruction 
of ailing chickens by the. healthy members of the flock is not unusual. And here 
again is a survival mechanism/ because clearly these are the ones who, in their 
natural state, would be a weak link, either by bringing disease into the (flock or 
by attracting predators. 

Very recently, what I believe to be a form of this manifestation has been 
identified as avian hysteria. It has made relatively few spoearanc es, scientists 
are less positive about it than they 8 re about nb ; st things. This U of Md has had 
a single fascinating experience with avian hysteria. It was described to me by 
Prof^Geo Quigley, a zoologist doing considerable work in behavior and who is re- 
sponsible or in. overall charge of the chickens raised by the U. 
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ihe strange behavior of a single pullet of ^ornish breeding raised in batteries 

was called to his attention. This flock was to be used in a genetic experiment. 

inis single pullet uttered strange and unusual cries, always accompanied by a 

panic-like reaction frcm the other birds in the flock. She in turn had received 

attention from them, probably calculated to destroy her. They damaged her very 

severely. Prof Quigley removed this bird, throttled her, and the other chickens 

immediately subdued. When he permitted. her to utter her call, they were immediately 

impelled in^o action, ifascina ted, he throttled and removed her to other parts of 

the poultry establishment where docile chickens had never heard this call. 

of 

Standing in the doorway of a pen where young female chickens of different breeding, 
he relaxed his grip upon her throatto the point where she could again utter this 
cry. Instantaneously, the chickens in this pen reacted as described above and 
took off in whatever direction they were pointed, flying into the Prof, into the 
W8j_ls of the j.r pen, into its fhrmshings, into the doorway, wherever they were 
pointed. When the Cornish pullet was throttled, the excitement subsided. 

Prof Q, with this chicken and her associates found what we had reported to be 
accurate, The alarm mechanism varies with the different species of life. It may 
be certain sounds - they cannot always be classified as "calls” - sense, and in 
least on/e case, silence] & crow is anything but a silent creature but it is 
his silence when he suddenly, takes flight that is the panic button for the rest 
of the flock. 'This talkative bird is talking all the time. If a flock is feeing 
in a cornfield and some of them start to fly away continuing talking, the others 
may remain and continue feeding; but if one crow suddenly takes fUaht wit hoi t 
uttering s sound, the others will all take off immediately. It is all they need 
to know about the presence of danger, at least in the opinion of one member/ of 
their society. 

Certain sp eci es of fish sound' the alarm by exuding scents. The effect is as 
■.electric upon the comprehending fish as is the most strident cell among other 
species. They thereupco. perform in a similar manner and get away, helter-skelter, 
as fast as they can. In the sase of ssrtairi stecies of smelts, they may literally 
-5 scared to death, for upon detection of the odor some have been known to die 




almost instantly and apparently for no other cause. 

ocientists engaged in studies to improve sonar techniques accidentally dis- 
covered, to their supri se aid extreme discomfort, a built-in clseking alarm 
among porpoises. All porpoises within hearing - and the sounds carry very effec- 
tively - immediately were impelled to get elsewhere as expeditiously as they could, 
ibis same was conveyed so effectively by the listening devices employed by the 
scientists that; their ears became cuite uncomfortable. 

Other species seem to take no chances. When a flock of whistling swans 
slights to feed, it posts sentries. When the sentries give the proper signal 
tne entire flock immediately and almost as one takes to the wing . 

Communication between the lower forms of life is not unknown. Before our 
aferx ailture became as specialized and scientific, it was a common phenomenon on 
the farm. Ahen the hen hatched her own chickens, she taught them everything she 
thought they had to know, even tho for the most part instinct was sufficient 
for survival under normal condi tions. A oeautiful sight that has long! since dis- 
appeared from the faun was ttoe proud strutting mother shepherding her flock in 
search of food, water, teaching them what was food and how to eat, calling to 
them in a language immediately and completely comprehensible to them warnings and 
instructions which for the most part they minded immediately beginning at birth. 

The wood duck which m gy make ter nest 20-25 feet in the air hatches her 
young 8nd iramedia tely invites them to whs t a person observing from the ground 
>vou Id consider certain suicide. Obedient to her call, one by one the young leave 
the narrow opening to her nest, drop to the ground and are almost invariably 
entirely unhurt by this experience. 

When the gaggle hatches out its own goslings among most species of even the 
most domesticated geese, the family takes over the education. Communication is 
instant and the goslings are invariably obedient to each command. If the mother 
is still ixi sy hatching eggs the aunt may take over the mother’s resnonsibiliti es 
and the hatched, goslings, as the first act of life, respond to the aunt’s orders. 
Perhans father will perform tlis function. They follow the adult fowl to water, 
enter it unhesitatingly and almost as- a first act are taught that water is for 
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drinking and how a goose drinks. While without benefit of the guidance of a 
mother or father or aunt, goslings would instinctively do the same thing, 
nature has this coimiunication system built in. The adult knows what to say 
and the young knows what is being said. 

A more attractive sight is ifcksr a chicken mothering ducklings or goslings. 
She may speak a different langugage, but she gets thru loud and clear. Normally, 
chickens never spit things out, but that's the way they teach goslings to eat. 
They pick something up, spit it out, pick it up and spit it out, and repeat the 
process until the gosling learns to pick it up and swallow it. poor biddy, with 
her instinctive fear of water, has a problem when her adopted family goes to 

I 

swim, as they will in spite of her urgent commands. Among household animals, 
communication^ between them and the young is more easily observed. When a dog 
wants her puppies, they know and they come running when she calls than, at 
least viiile Ihey're real young. To my observation, mother cat speaks to her 
young on a wider variety of subjects. Initially, her conversation about food is 
very well understood. Her announceme nfc , "The table is set," is first conveyed 
by a well modulated, melodious purr. It is soft and low in volume. She follows 
this with an unmistakable gesture. When she wants to say, "You’ve had enough, 
children," her voice is less melodious, much more abrupt aid commanding. As her 
kittens grow and she teaches them the delights and intricacies of the hunt, her 
commands are shorter and sometimes inaudible to humans, hut the kittens respond 
and her merest "psstl" they will freeze in their |racks without moving a' muscle. 

or perhaps at her command they will squat on the ground, trying to be as incon- 
spicuous as possible. 




